The pass-or-fail decisions at an intensive English program in Saudi Arabia are often based on assumptions as to whether the learner has passed in all language skills. For instance; if a learner fails in one skill, he is treated as if he failed in all skills. Scores that sum up skill scores or average them out are marginalized in the making of a pass-or-fail decision. Learners who fail in one or two skills, usually have to repeat the whole course of study at the levels they were attending. Hence, the current study aims to prove the adequacy of reporting total average scores along with individual skill scores and using them to decide whether a learner should pass or fail. It employed score data from 644 learners' score reports at an intensive English program in Saudi Arabia. The results of factor analysis, linear regression, and correlation tests revealed that a total average score could serve both as an accurate estimate of language ability and as a basis on which a pass-or-fail decision could best be made. The study report concludes with practical implications that can go hand in hand with the implementation of such a research finding.
Introduction
In an intensive English program that is part of a public institute in Saudi Arabia, learners study at four levels of language proficiency: preparatory, elementary, intermediate, and advanced. At each level, they study five language skills: listening, oral, reading, writing, and grammar for a period of two months, referred to as a session. For each skill, learners are assessed by means of two short quizzes, one midterm test, and a final exam. Besides such modes of summative assessment, learners are assessed using formative modes that primarily comprise homework and participation. At the time of reporting learners' grades at the end of a session, a score report is issued for each learner in the form of a table incorporating four skill scores. To be exact, a score out of 100 is assigned to each of the reading, writing, and grammar skills in addition to a combination of the oral and listening skills (60 & 40 respectively) . As such, these skills are labeled as the four-skill components throughout this report. This is to say that a score that sums up skill scores or averages them out is not included in the score report.
Because learners at the given language program generally exhibit varying levels of performance across the aforementioned language skills, there are learners who pass all skills and others who fail in one or more skills. A learner who fails in one skill is no different from a learner who fails in all skills. If he is eligible for another chance to repeat the same course of study he was taking, he can definitely benefit from such a chance; otherwise, he will be dismissed from the language program. Until recently, instructors who taught the five skills to the same group of learners would meet and decide whether or not to fail a learner whose score(s) in one or two of the four-skill components fell within a range of 50 to 60, with 60 being the cutoff score. Nowadays, such decisions can be made by individual instructors. The decision about the status of a learner whose scores are below the cutoff score is both crucial and consequential. There are learners who pass all skills and others who fail in one or more skills. Learners generally exhibit varying levels of performance across the aforementioned language skills. The fact that most EFL learners in Saudi Arabia achieve low levels of language proficiency might be the outcome of different factors, including the influence of L1 and low levels of motivation (Alrabai, 2016) . fairness is reflected by, besides facets of validity and reliability, the interpretations assigned to test scores, the formats used in reporting them, and the decisions made on their basis. Language assessors are accountable for providing all necessary information that justifies any decisions to be made on the basis of the assessments that have constructed (Bachman, 2007 [F] or each total score, subscore, or combination of scores that is to be interpreted, estimates of relevant reliabilities and standard errors of measurement or test information functions should be reported" (p. 31). Evidently, such a standard points out the importance of adequate and full reporting of assessment scores or results.
In high-stake language testing systems such as the TOEFL and the IELTS, score reports include a total score along with skill scores. Admission decisions for academic programs in English-speaking countries are usually based on a whole score as rendered by the standardized language proficiency test. Many publishers of language tests consider a score that sums up all the scores received by the test taker for his performance on sub-tests that are used for assessing language skills as an estimate of his language ability (Pearson Education, 2012) . Educational Testing Service (see Baldwin, Fowles, & Livingston, 2005) as well as testing experts from the fields of educational measurement and evaluation (e.g., Ferrara & Way, 2016) advocate the use of total scores when making pass-or-fail decisions, which is often markedly associated with making sound judgments. In the context of an intensive English program in Saudi Arabia, the current study aims to prove the adequacy of reporting a total average score along with individual skill scores, for both estimating language ability and informing pass-or-fail decision making.
Literature Review
In most intensive English programs across the globe, there has been a change towards an integrated mode of language testing. Even on the world's leading standardized tests, certain skills are integrated in order to offer an authentic measure of language ability. Integrated testing of language skills is increasingly being used more than testing that focuses on language skills on an individual basis (Powers, 2010) . This stresses the fact that, in any language assessment endeavor, accounting for language ability in the form of a whole or average score is indispensable.
Our reporting of test scores can benefit from the controversy over the nature of language ability; that is, is it unitary or divisible? As the initiator of the unitary view of language ability, Oller (1976) found research evidence suggesting that language ability was ideally represented by a general, higher-order factor and more specific, first-order factors. Such a significant finding has gained support from subsequent research efforts that applied factor analyses to scores obtained from a variety of language tests (e.g., Bachman et al., 1995; Carroll, 1983; Fouly, Bachman & Cziko, 1990; Oller, 1979; Scholz et al., 1980; Shin, 2005) .
On the other hand, other researchers (e.g., Carroll, 1975; Gardner & Lambert, 1965; Pimsleur, Stockwell, & Comrey, 1962) have found evidence for the divisible nature of language ability. Across these studies, the results of factor analyses showed that language ability was represented by two or more factors. Therefore, in addition to the unitary hypothesis, a divisible hypothesis of language ability was proposed (Oller & Hinofotis, 1980) . The divisible view of language ability has been labelled as the multidimensional view by Carrol (1965) . It is worth noting that the research results that gave rise to the two contrasting views of language ability were attributed to the use of different factor analytical procedures, specifically principal component analysis versus principal factor analysis (see Gu, 2011) . Taken both the unitary and divisible views in consideration while reporting test scores implies that a total score for the whole test as well as scores for the sections of the test that assess language skills should be reported. A total score can be replaced with a score that averages out the skill scores, which is simpler and more comparable to skill scores.
Research on large-scale tests (e.g., Bozorgian, 2012) , including the TOEFL and the IELTS, has shown that scores on test sections that measure language skills were positively correlated and that the score on each sectionwas positively correlated with the overall test score. These findings suggest that on tests composed of the four skills, language ability draws on each skill and that a score that conveys overall test performance can serve as an estimate of language ability. Other studies (e.g., Gu, 2015; Sawaki, Stricker, & Oranje, 2009; Stricker & Rock, 2008 ) that examined test performance on the TOEFL have reported the same factor structure as proposed by Oller (1976) . That is, across these studies, a major finding was that test performance represented a higher-order factor structure with first-order factors. The higher-order factor signified language ability while other first-order factors were for language skills.
The inclusion of skill scores in a score report is also necessary for informing decision-making efforts. It helps spot any weaknesses in specific language skills that may benefit from a remedial procedure later on. Test takers and score users desire to see which language skills are characterized by high versus low test performance, and typically, the extent of overall language development or attainment. Based on a survey of the TOEIC examinees' readiness to perform a variety of language tasks reflecting everyday activities at workplaces, Powers et al. (2009) found that each of the four skills formed an essential component of language ability. Another study examined the relationship between the four skills that make up the TOEIC and proposed that each skill assessed a certain component of language ability that could not be adequately assessed by another skill (Liu & Costanzo, 2013) .
It is interesting to note that in another strand of research, it was found that assessing certain skills by the TOEIC could also assess other skills, but in an indirect fashion. For example, Wilson (1993) noticed that TOEIC test takers' scores on the listening and reading tests furnished an ancillary measure of their speaking skills that were assessed by means of proficiency interviews. However, such a fact should not lead us to limit proficiency assessment to two or three skills because each skill is a necessary element of language ability, as Liu and Costanzo's (2013) finding suggests. Taken all together, the findings from previous research clearly suggest that adequate assessment of language ability should incorporate the four skills (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and that a total score ought to be reported in addition to individual skill scores.
The current study aims to prove the adequacy of reporting a total average score, in addition to scores of the individual skills, for both estimating language ability and informing pass-or-fail decision making. Accordingly, the following research questions were formulated:
• Would a higher-order factor structure best fit the score data?
• Would average scores of the four-skill components predict language ability?
Methods
Given its specific context, the current study made use of data in the form of total scores that learners attending the language program had attained throughout a whole session in the five skills. Each of the grammar, reading, and writing skills was assigned a score out of 100, and so was a combination of the oral and listening skills. To reiterate, since a learner's score report includes each of grammar, reading, and writing and both of oral and listening combined, all skills are referred to as the four-skill components in this report. The total number of learners whose scores were used in the study was 644, distributed among the four levels of the language program: 71 preparatory, 169 elementary, 80 intermediate, and 324 advanced students.
The scores were obtained with the permission of the program director and its coordinator. During data collection and analysis of the study, score data and any learner-related information were treated as private and confidential. In data preparation, the total scores of the four-skill components for each learner were averaged out to get a value out of 100, referred to as a total average score. It was assumed that the four-skill components comprise a whole test of language ability and that a total average score would represent the overall test performance for a given learner.
Results
To answer the first research question, score data were examined for their fit in a factor structure using an exploratory factor analysis (EFA). Such an analysis made use of the principal component analysis as the extraction method, and Varimax as the rotation method. Factor scores were generated using the regression method. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was .724, above the commonly recommended value of .6, and the Bartlett test of sphericity was significant, χ 2 (6) = 355.385, p = .000. Such results suggested that the sample size of the study was adequate and that the EFA was an appropriate analytical procedure (see Child, 2006) . Table 1 below shows that the resulting commonalities from the EFA procedure, which refer to the proportions of variance in the skill components that could be explained by language ability, were of proper values for a factor analysis to be pursued. In this sec (Table 3) . of skill co to 15 for e (D1) is inf given leve assumption instance, although Case 6 fails in two-skill components, he can still pass because his TAS is 6 points above the cut-off score. The score range of this group across the four-skill components is (55-86) which is noticeably higher than that of the first group.
Last, a look at the five cases in the high-scoring group shows that each case deserves a pass according to both decisions. In satisfaction of Decision (1), none of the cases in this group fails in any skill component; and for Decision (2), the cases in this group have TASs that are 27 points on average above the cut-off score. The score range of this group across the four skill components is (79-90) which is remarkably higher than those of the two other groups.
Discussion
The EFA results in this study were consistent with those of the previous studies that explored the nature of language ability on the basis of skill-based test performances (incl., the TOEFL, IELTS, TOEIC … etc.). For example, Bachman et al. (1995) identified a factor structure for language ability in the shape of a higher-order model with three distinct first-order factors that involved speaking, listening, and writing skills. Fouly, Bachman, and Cziko (1990) found that language ability comprised a higher-order model with three first-order factors that consisted of structure and reading skills, oral and aural skills, and discourse skills. In two other studies, Stricker and Rock (2008) and Sawaki, Stricker and Oranje (2009) found a higher-order factor structure for the TOEFL iBT with first-order factors representing the four skills (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, and writing). Also, Gu (2014) observed a factor structure of language ability among young EFL learners that was made up of four first-order factors corresponding to the four skills subsumed under a higher-order factor denoting language ability.
The fact that grammar and reading had nearly identical loadings on language ability in this study is supported by the finding from a study by Sang et al. (1986) , according to which grammar and reading skills made up one of three main elements in a three-dimensional model of language ability. On the other hand, the fact that writing and the oral and listening skill component had almost the same loadings on language ability is supported by the finding from Powers et al.'s (2009) study in which test takers' scores on both of the TOEIC speaking and writing tests equally predicted their levels of language ability. Also, in Bozorgian's (2012) study, scores on the TOEIC writing, listening, and speaking skills had strong, positive correlations with one another. Therefore, in this given context of English learning, a learner's performance on tests that measure the four-skill components can be considered an indication of his language ability. In view of that, the relationship between language ability and the four-skill components can be represented using a factor structure with a higher-order factor and four first-order factors. Such a factor model suggests that a learner's language ability draws on the four-skill components in a balanced fashion.
The results of the linear regression analysis suggested that language ability significantly predicted test performances on the four-skill components, as measured by TASs. This finding is obvious evidence that a learner's TAS can provide an adequate estimate of his language ability. Also, it endorses the findings from the factor analysis in the answer to the first research question. That is, a learner's overall performance on the tests assessing the four-skill components, as measured by TASs, can be considered a reflection of his language ability. Such converging evidence implies that if a learner's test performances on the four-skill components are high, his language ability must be high enough to allow for such high test performances, and the reverse is true. Because of the methodological complexities of obtaining factor scores to represent language ability, the staff in charge of test administration at the program can use TASs instead. Moreover, factor scores typically have minus or negative values, which renders them inadequate for score reporting and pass-or-fail decision making.
The findings from the current study point to the suitability of using a learner's TAS when deciding whether he should pass or fail in his course of study at a given level of the program. In so doing, there is little room that he will fail because of a score that is 1 to 10 points below the cut-off score in one-skill component. Obviously, the higher a learner's TAS, the less the likelihood that he failed in any skill component, and the opposite is true. This finding furnishes prima facie evidence in support of the findings associated with the first research question; to be exact, the learners' TASs could serve as accurate estimates of their levels of language ability. Of course, if a learner has scores in two or more skills that are below the cutoff score within the range from 1 to 10, he is likely to end up having a failing TAS. Decision makers can use a learner's TAS to assign him a pass-or-fail status in a manner that highly correlates with his level of language ability. To reiterate, assessment fairness is violated when a leaner is coerced to repeat a whole course of study involving all skills at his given level because he failed in one-or two-skill components.
Conclusions
The current practice at the intensive English program where this study was pursued requires learners to repeat a whole course of study at their given levels for failing in one or two skills. However, such a practice has had undesirable consequences over the years. The failing learners who do not have any more chance of repeating will have to leave the program. The repeating learners, on the other hand, will definitely experience high levels of boredom for having to study the same language skills again. There is a noticeable tendency among the repeating learners to exhibit conspicuous mental or, even worse, physical absence. There are incidents of troublemaking behaviours on the part of repeating learners towards their teachers and classmates. Furthermore, there is still a possibility that repeating learners may fail in skills that they passed in previous sessions.
Language ability can be seen as the outcome of developing language skills as well as the determinant of how successful a learner can be in his pursuit of a native-like mastery of the target language. Therefore, in addition to skill scores, a total average score for each learner should be reported. This approach of score reporting helps ensure ample reflection of the learner's language ability in addition to his strengths and weaknesses across various skills. It also helps promote washback in the light of which teachers and learners do not focus on skills on an individual basis; rather, they deal with them in an integrated fashion. This accords with the current trend towards more comprehensive and integrated testing of language skills. A learner's ability to use the target language effectively can best be measured by assessing all language skills, and not focusing on one or two. This is because language skills share certain sub-skills, for example, vocabulary is an important sub-skill in listening, reading, speaking, and writing. Therefore, reporting the results of all assessments of the four skills by using a total average score can provide a more adequate and valid indicator of the learner's language ability than just using skill scores. Such an assumption gains support from correlational studies (Powers, 2010) . Language ability is highly essential to adequate performance in academia and at workplace. Scholars (e.g., Liu & Costanzo, 2013) have stressed the importance of the four-skill paradigm in language learning and assessment so as to embrace the key components of language ability. Consequently, the final outcome of a language learning and assessment experience should take the form of a score that reflects language ability.
Some practical implications that can prove workable alongside the use of total average scores in the pass-or-fail decision making are presented here, with the specific setting of this research in mind. Skill classes at levels two, three, and four of the program should start with at least five-hour reviews (i.e., almost 15% of the total class hours required per session) of what was covered at the previous level with respect to skill-related basics and abilities. This is intended to help learners who scored below 60 in certain skills at the previous level have proper amounts of remediation, and so, be able to match up their superior classmates in terms of competency across language skills. Towards such a goal, instructors should be made aware of any learners whose language skills are below average and ways of how to mentor and assist them. Averaging up scores that are based on performance on a variety of assessment formats can lead to trustworthy decisions as to whether or not a learner should repeat a whole course of study at a given level.
